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A STAGE IN PAUL'S SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT. 

AN INQUIRY. 

By Prof. Chas. H. Small, B. D. 

Washington, D. C. 

He who was debtor to Jew and Gentile, bond and free, 
underwent a spiritual development that presents a fascinating 
study to the student of Christianity. It is not my purpose, 
however, to enter here upon such a task, pleasant though it 
would be,* but I wish to inquire as to the exact character of 
the change which made Paul a Christian disciple and faithful 
apostle ; and to offer the suggestion that the experience we 
are accustomed to term Pants conversion was the rather a new 
stage in his remarkable spiritual development, and not the first 
stage. 

Although they are very familiar let us have before us the 
facts. 

I . The facts. Well taught and well trained at the feet of 
Gamaliel, Paul was exceedingly zealous of the traditions of 
his fathers. The knowledge of God and the true worship 
were to be found in Judaism alone, he believed. All opposi- 
tion thereto must be put down at whatever cost, for in so 
doing he did God service. He therefore persecuted the 
church of Christ and made havoc of it (Gal. i : 13); he was a 
persecutor, a blasphemer, and injurious (i Tim. i: 13); he 
delivered into prison both men and women, and when they 
were put to death he gave his vote against them, he perse- 
cuted them even unto foreign cities being exceedingly mad 
against them (Acts 22:4; 26: 10, 11.) This is his own in- 
dictment of himself. Luke says of him that he started for 
Damascus, breathing threatening and slaughter against the 
disciples of the Lord ; and Ananias said that he had heard 
from many of this man how much evil he did to the saints at 
Jerusalem. (Acts 9: 13,) 

*See Spiritual Development of St. Paul. By Rev. George Matheson, D. D. 
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But on the other hand, while Paul naturally looked back 
upon his manner of life as a Jew with regret, while he de- 
nounced his former conduct and spoke of himself as a 
persecutor and injurious to the church of God, while he 
realized that his zeal against the disciples of the Lord was 
misdirected zeal, nevertheless, he declares that he did it all 
ignorantly. He does not advance this as an excuse for his 
conduct, nor as a plea that he did not act unwisely, but to 
show that therefore the mercy of God was extended to him 
and that he was accepted of God though thus erring. That 
Paul was a delighted spectator of the persecution in which he 
was engaged is not found in any narrative, nor is there the 
slightest intimation that he was. On the contrary there were 
compunctions of conscience which were the goads against 
which it was hard for him to kick. There is no foundation 
for the assertion of some that he was a "malignant mur- 
derer." Paul believed that he was doing his duty in 
stamping out heresy. In his second letter to Timothy Paul 
writes, ' ' I thank God whom I serve from my forefathers in 
a pure conscience "(1:13.) Looking back over his life, then 
almost closed, he can say that he has served God in a pure 
conscience, both as a Jew and as an Apostle. Although the 
chief of sinners his purpose was pure. 

The general estimate of his pre-Christian life may be seen 
from a few extracts. Says Dr. Schaff , ' ' Saul was a Pharisee 
of the strictest sect, not indeed of the hypocritical ty^, so 
witheringly rebuked by our Saviour, but of the honest truth- 
loving and truth-seeking sort, like that of Nicodemus and 
Gamaliel."* 

Prof. Geo. P. Fisher says, " Religion, the relation of man 
to God, was the ruling, absorbing thought of his mind. 
. . . He was elevated above the influence of a vulgar 
ambition, and he was an utter stranger to insincerity, "f 

' ' We find no likeness in him to those self-complacent Phari- 
sees whose hypocrisy Christ painted in colors of fire. He 
does not seek to deceive God and men by vain forms nor 

•History o£ Christian Church, vol. I. p. 292. It has been said that Paul did 
not have the mild and tolerant temper of Gamaliel. Dr. W. M. Taylor has 
well answered this, see his "Paul the Missionary," p. 32. 

fDiscussions in History and Theology, p. 488. 
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flatter his conscience that he has satisfied the law when he 
has paid tithe of mint, and anise, and cummin. This young 
Jew is a zealous and scrupulous observer of all the ordinances 
of Moses ; he receives them with all seriousness, he practices 
them with all exactness."* 

I will summon but one other witness from the many that 
might be brought forward. Dr. Wm. M. Taylor says, 
' ' When he ' persecuted the church of God and wasted it, ' he 
did so not to glut any personal cruelty or to gratify any pri- 
vate revenge, but because he verily believed that he was 
doing God service. "+ 

These very briefly are the main facts in the case. 

2 . How ought we to view the facts ? If Paul was an ' ' hon- 
est, truth-loving and truth-seeking" Jew, "an utter stranger 
to insincerity," if he " verily believed that he was doing God 
service," if he sought "to serve God in all good conscience," 
was he not a child of God before he became an apostle ? and 
can we call his experience on the road to Damascus, and in 
that city, his conversion? When one is earnestly striving to 
serve God to the best of his knowledge according to his own 
testimony and as others believe, is he nevertheless uncon- 
verted ? 

But if Paul's Damascus experience was not his conversion, 
what was it ? It was a call to the apostleship ; it was a step 
to a higher plane of Christian living, it was another stage in 
his spiritual progress. Paul needed correcting and enlight- 
ening but this was not conversion. " He was not," says Dr. 
Schaff , ' ' converted [if it is proper to use that word] from 
infidelity to faith, but from a lower faith to a purer faith, 
from the religion of Moses to the religion of Christ, from the 
theology of the law to the theology of the gospel. ":j; 

This is not an undervaluing of the Damascus experience, 
on the contrary it was vastly important. It was a testing. 
If Paul stood the test there was progress, higher and better 
things were in store ; if he did not there was retrograding. 
If he had failed to take that step there would have been a 

*Pressense— Early Years of Christianity, p. 102. 

fPaul the Missionary, p 542. 

JHistory of Christian Church, vol. I. p. 301. 
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breaking down, but there was not ; be beard tbe call and was 
ready to go forward. Yea, tbe Lord knew tbat tbe zealous 
Jew would be a zealous apostle. 

Tbere are otbers wbose experiences bave been more or less 
parallel to tbat of Paul. Wben Natbaniel came to Jesus be 
was an Israelite in wbom was no guile, but be took a step 
tben in spiritual development. So witb otbers of tbe dis- 
ciples. Wben Cornelius tbe centurion received tbe trutb 
from Peter according to divine direction it was a great ad- 
vancement in spiritual life. Lutber's conversion took place 
probably in bis twenty-first year wben bis soul was aroused 
to seek salvation and be became a pious Catbolic; but be 
moved to a bigber plane of spiritual living wben tbe clouds 
of Catbolic formalism were lifted from bis soul, and be 
learned tbat tbe just sball live by faitb, and tbese words 
were truly to bim "tbe gate of Paradise." No doubt many 
in tbese days wbose bearts bave been turned God- ward bave 
made great spiritual progress wben tbe trutbs of tbe gospel 
bave been revealed to them for the first time or in fresh 
light. 

Does any one object that this view removes the need of the 
gospel ? How miserably meagre tbe conception tbat the gos- 
pel is merely to save one from tbe just condemnation of his 
sins. It is to save the life. Is not tbe scope of tbe gospel 
far broader than this objection would indicate ? 

Tbe practical bearing of our inquiry will be evident to 
those who will follow it out. 

In closing our inquiry I would leave as a suggestion the 
question, Does conversion to Christianity always coincide 
witb the true conversion of tbe soul ? 
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